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      My name echoes through the small auditorium of my high school. I’m surprised I hear Principal Walsh’s voice over the thumping of my heart inside of my chest. I take a few steps forward, graduation gown swishing around my legs and just a tiny bit too long for comfort. If I tripped and fell right now I would be so mortified. This isn’t like falling in the hallway or something—it would be falling in front of the entire senior class and their families.

      Luck is on my side though, because soon I’m right in front of Principal Walsh and he’s handing me a fake diploma because they mail out the real ones and he’s shaking my hand and I don’t even screw up the handshake like I had worried about for the last three days. I can’t stop the massive grin on my face as I walk off stage and join the rest of my graduated classmates back in the folded metal chairs at the front of the room.

      I did it. I am officially finished with high school.

      Somewhere in the audience behind me is my mom and my little brother Bentley. Mom’s probably swatting away tears of pride and Bentley is no doubt bored out of his mind and wishing he had his Nintendo DS to keep him company.

      The person sitting next to my brother is the one I can’t keep my mind off of. Jace Adams. My super-hot and always wonderful boyfriend of eleven months and sixteen days. I don’t normally pay attention to how many days we’ve been together, but our one year anniversary is coming up quickly and I am just as excited about it as I am about finally graduating high school.

      I am eighteen, I am no longer tied to eight hours of school every day and I have almost been Jace’s girlfriend for an entire year. My life seriously can’t get any better than this. I know it’s pathetic, but I feel my cheeks turning red at the thought of Jace sitting somewhere in the audience behind me. I miss him so much even though we’re in the same room together. Unfortunately, I have to wait until graduation is over so I can run and find him and my family in the crowd. It’s only a few minutes away, but it’ll feel like an eternity.

      A set of long brown curls swooshes around from the seat in front of me and Becca, my best friend, gives me a quick smile and a thumbs up. I had confided in her before the ceremony that I was terrified of tripping and eating the stage when I walked up to accept my diploma. So her silly little thumbs up is probably her way of congratulating me on not embarrassing the hell out of myself. I give her a thumbs up in return and sink back in my chair, letting myself get consumed in thoughts of Jace until the ceremony is over.

      

      Mom takes everyone out to a celebratory dinner after graduation and her boyfriend surprises me by paying for the entire meal. Mom was single for pretty much all of my life and it’s really awesome seeing her so happy now. Plus, Jace and I think that her newfound lovesickness has changed her personality in ways that benefit us. She used to hate the idea of dating and wouldn’t want me to do anything with a guy. Now she encourages my relationship—of course, Jace’s freaking perfect personality probably helps with winning her over.

      Jace grabs my hand the moment we say goodbye to my family in the restaurant parking lot. I wrap my other hand around his arm and snuggle close to him as we walk to his truck.

      “So how does it feel to be an alumnus of Lawson High?” he asks after he places a quick kiss on the top of my head.

      “It hasn’t really sunken in yet.” I roll my eyes in a playful way when Jace pops open the passenger door for me. Ever since I poked fun of him for being too much of a Southern Gentleman, he’s made it a point to open my door all the time. Even when we just take a quick trip to the gas station or something lame. I love it though, secretly, but I still make fun of him. I crawl up into my side of his truck and lean over to accept the kiss he plants on my lips before closing my door. Even after eleven months and sixteen days, the boy still gives me butterflies.

      Jace gets in his truck and starts the engine. “I’m sure it’ll sink in soon. High school students don’t get to go to parties on a Thursday night,” he says, alluding to Becca’s graduation party that we’re on our way to, “But a graduated person can party whenever they want.”

      “Woohoo,” I say with a laugh. “You know, this is like the first party we’ve ever been to together.”

      “Really? Yeah I guess you’re right,” he says, crumpling up his eyebrows as he thinks. “Guess we’ll have to make it extra fun.” He wiggles his eyebrows in a sinister yet playful way. I look out the window so he doesn’t see me blush.

      Becca’s mom works for a lawyer and he owns a beach house off the coast of Lawson on one of those exclusive private beaches on the east end of town. She managed to talk him into letting her throw a small get-together for Becca and her friends for graduation. A get-together is what we’re supposed to call it, as her mom emphasized a million times while Becca and I were handwriting invitations for the party. She said if her boss thought it would be a party then he wouldn’t allow it. When we arrive at the address, we have to park on the side of the road three houses down.

      I’m guessing her boss would flip if he saw how many cars were here. “I didn’t know Becca had this many friends,” I say as we make our way up the sandy roadside toward the beach house. Jace nods and wraps an arm around me. “With that girl’s annoying laugh, I figured you were her only friend.”

      “Be nice.” I elbow him in the ribs but I can’t keep a serious face because Becca’s laugh is pretty awful. Luckily her personality makes up for it.

      Music blasts through the house, audible from outside. We make our way up the two flights of stairs to the balcony that provides a beautiful view of the ocean in front of us. Only about twenty people our age are here but I guess they all decided to drive themselves instead of carpooling. Can’t say I blame them…if I had a car I would want to drive everywhere as well.

      I pull Jace to the edge of the balcony so we can spend a quiet moment taking in the gorgeous view of the water as the sun begins to set. Eventually I want to find Becca and get our party on, but right now I’m happy just spending time leaning against the wooden railing, feeling Jace’s strong chest press against my back.

      Our peaceful moment lasts about thirty seconds.

      “Girl! You told me he was hot, but you didn’t tell me he was this hot!” I cringe inwardly as I turn to face Becca’s mom.

      “Hi Ms. Gina,” I say, twisting to the side as Jace takes one preventative step backward. He can spot a cougar a mile away, the poor thing. But it’s not their fault he’s so freaking hot. “This is Jace, my boyfriend,” I say by way of introduction.

      She steps forward, pushing her bleach blonde hair behind her ears and grabs his outstretched hand with both of hers. The stench of liquor on her breath hits me like a punch in the face. “I’ve heard all about you,” she says, letting her eyes wander over Jace’s muscular frame. I’m surprised he doesn’t wince in pain from her super long acrylic nails stabbing into his skin. He’s such a nice guy though. All he does is smile and thank her.

      Becca rushes up, red plastic cup in her hand. “Mom!” she grabs her mom’s elbow and pulls her back. “Don’t harass Bayleigh and Jace.”

      Ms. Gina rolls her eyes in an overdramatic way. “She’s so embarrassed of her momma,” she says, dismissing Becca’s mortification with a wave of her hand. “Ya’ll come get some food and drinks. Have fun.” She smiles at me and winks at Jace. “Come get me if you need anything, ya hear?”

      Becca watches her mom disappear back into the beach house and then she turns to me. “This is like the coolest graduation party ever, but having my mom here kind of ruins the fun.”

      I shrug. “You get used to her. And your party rocks.”

      “This is a great view,” Jace says, motioning to the beach below. A pink flash flies through the air and I notice there’s a game of beach volleyball going on below us with a hot pink ball.

      Becca’s face falls when Jace speaks, as if she’d forgotten he was also here. “Well, I’m sure this is nothing compared to all the parties you’ve been to.”

      He shakes his head. “Rich people parties are overrated. I’d rather be here with my girl and her friends.”

      We stuff ourselves with the delicious array of finger foods displayed on three large tables in the living room. Becca’s mom pulled out all the stops for this party—there’s copious amounts of food and sparkly decorations all over the place.

      When my stomach is full and I’ve chatted with all of our mutual friends who came to the party, Jace and I sink into a fluffy couch that’s located in the…well I’m not sure what room it is. Beach houses are weird. When we entered the house from the porch, we were in a massive entertaining area with food and drinks. To the left is an entrance to what I’d consider a living room because it has a couch and a big screen TV. But off to the side of the room, next to the entire wall of windows is a massive built in hot tub. Like, the floor suddenly turns into a hot tub. Inside the house.

      “Beach houses are weird,” I say aloud to Jace as we watch the bubbles rise up from the empty hot tub.

      “They aren’t usually weird, but this one is.” He glances behind us and then back at me. “We should lock that door and then jump in.”

      “We don’t have any bathing suits,” I say, completely missing the silly eyebrow wiggle he directs to me. He leans in close and whispers, “We don’t need a bathing suit.”

      Chills run down my spine at the mention of skinny dipping with Jace in someone else’s house. Of course we can’t actually do it, we would totally get caught by the tons of people hanging out in the house. Since Jace is so close, I lean forward to kiss him. “I wish we could,” I say.

      He smiles. “One day we’ll get a ridiculous beach house and we’ll put two hot tubs in the living room.”

      “I’d like that very much.”

      “Really? You don’t seem like a two hot dub kind of girl.”

      I roll my eyes. “Oh I’m sorry, have we never talked about my hot tub preferences
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